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This article presents a conceptual framework of public entrepreneurship. Public 
entrepreneurship is defined as the generation of a novel or innovative idea and 
the design and implementation of the innovative idea into public sector practice. 
The conceptual framework is used to distinguish between public entrepreneurs 
and other actors in the policy process, and to clarify the differences between 
policy, political, executive, and bureaucratic entrepreneurs. Taking a 
functionalist perspective, the article differentiates between individual and 
collective entrepreneurship and generates propooitions to TIUJVe us closer to a 
theory of public entrepreneurship. 
Public entrepreneurship has a growing number of adherents and 
advocates (Cohen, 1988; Drucker, 1985). Cohen (1988), for example, 
maintains that the issues and problems facing public organizations are 
of such scope and complexity that public entrepreneurs are needed to 
mold creative, flexible organizations to respond to our rapidly changing 
world. Drucker (1985), a well-known business analyst, makes a similar 
point. He argues that public-service organizations like government 
agencies need to be entrepreneurial as much as any business does. In 
fact, he submits, they may need it even more. Building entrepreneurial 
management into our existing public organizations may be "the 
foremost political task of this generation" (Drucker, 1985, p. 187). 
Research interest in public entrepreneurship has grown 
concomitantly (Lewis, 1980; Roberts and King, 1989; Doig and 
Hargrove, 1987). There are case studies of well-known entrepreneurs 
laboring to bring about innovation and change in public organizations: 
Hyman Rickover, the "father of the nuclear submarine" and the "father 
of the nuclear Navy" (Lewis, 1980, 1987); Nancy Hanks, former 
chairperson of the National Endowment of the Arts (Wyszomirski, 
1987); and James Webb, administrator of the National Aeronautics and 
Space Administration under presidents Kennedy and Johnson 
(Lambright, 1987). We have examples of elected public entrepreneurs 
in the position of mayor (Dahl, 1961), senator (Walker, 1974, 1977) and 
local prosecutor (Brintnall, 1979). Entrepreneurs who head large public 
bureaus, such as J. Edgar Hoover and Robert Moses, have been well 
documented in the literature (Lewis, 1980, 1988); Ramamurti, 1986; Doig 
and Hargrove, 1987). Research on public entrepreneurs also includes 
those who seIVe in non-elected and non-leadership positions, such as 
staffers to senate committees (Price, 1971) and administrators (Murphy; 
1971 ). Examples of public entrepreneurs exist even in posi lions outside 
governmental systems (King, 1988; Kingdon, 1984; Wilson, 1980). 
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Interpretation of this resean::h is difficult for several reasons. First, 
there is no ronsensus on what public entrepreneurship is. While some 
researchers emphasize risk taking as the defining criterion of public 
entrepreneurship (Cohen, 1988; Kingdon, 1984), others stress the 
introduction and development of innovative ideas (Polsby, 1984; 
Walkei; 1981). Still others underscore the importance of building 
bureaus that extend the power and influence of the entrepreneur (Lewis, 
1980; Doig and Hargrove, 1987). 
In addition, different labels are used to describe public 
entrepreneurs: policy entrepreneur; political entrepreneui; program 
entrepreneur; bureaucratic entrepreneui; administrative entrepreneur; 
executive entrepreneur and issue entrepreneur. Unfortunately, these 
terms are not clearly defined much less distinguished from one another 
making interpretation and analysis of the literature difficult. While this 
diversity of treatment provides fascinating reading, it does not facilitate 
systematic study and analysis. For example, it is not clear how we are 
able to distinguish between public entrepreneurs and leaders (Doig and 
Hargrove, 1987), policy intellectuals (Wilson, 1981), policy champions 
(Angle and Van de Ven, 1989), or politicians (Polsby, 1984). 
With the extant literature as its backdrop, this article has three 
major goals. The first goal, summarized in section one, is to propose a 
conceptual framework that offers a definition of public 
entrepreneurship and public entrepreneurs. The seamd goal is to 
illustrate the advantages of the framework especially as it moves us 
toward a theory of public entrepreneurship. The third goal is to alert 
the reader to some of the potential disadvantages in using the 




Public entrepreneurship is defined as the generation of a novel or 
innq,vative idea and the design and implementation of the innovative 
idea into public sector practice. Individuals who generate, design, and 
implement innovative ideas in the public domain2 are called public 
entrepreneurs. 
This definition of public entrepreneurship is built on Schum peter' s 
premise that the function of theentrepreneurisinnovation (1939, p.102). 
As an economist, and "father of modem entrepreneurial thought," 
Schumpeter defined innovation as the novel recombination of 
preexisting factors of production, or a change in the production 
function. The production function "describes the way in which quantity 
of product varies if quantities of factors vary" (p. 87). Instead of varying 
the quantities of factors, "if we vaiy the form of the function, we have 
innovation" (p. 87). In other words, innovation is simply defined as the 
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"setting up of a new production function" (p. 87). It combines factors in 
a new way or it consists in carrying out new combinations of things 
(Schumpetei; 1939, p. 88). 
This definition of public entrepreneurship does not assume that 
risk bearing is part of entrepreneurial activity. While theorists disagree 
on the level of risk involved in entrepreneurship (Peterson, 1981), we 
adopt the Schumpeterian view that "it is the capitalist who bears the 
risk" (Schumpeter, 1939, p. 104), not the entrepreneur. Although risk 
may enter entrepreneurial work, it does so "indirectly and at one 
remove," in the sense that any new undertaking can be risky as it 
challenges routines, requires additional capital, and overcomes 
resistance (Schumpetei; 1939, p. 104). It is in this light that the public 
entrepreneur assumes risk. 
The innovative idea can be anything from a new technological idea 
(new technologies, products and services) or a new administrative idea 
(new procedures, policies and otganizational forms) (Daft and Becket; 
1978). What is important is that the innovative idea is unique, a 
disjuncture from what constitutes standard operating procedures and 
the routines of current practice. 
The new idea also can be categorized in terms of its originality, or 
the level of uniqueness of the idea. For example, when a public 
entrepreneur seeks to solve a problem, finds no precedent for a solution, 
and develops her own first-time solution, she may said to be innovating 
at the level of 'origination.' Alternatively, when an entrepreneur finds 
one or more solutions from othercontextsand sourresand modifies them 
to fit herown situation, she is considered to be innovating at the level of 
'adaptation." And finally, the entrepreneur innovates at the level of 
"borrowing" when finding many well-developed solutions to the 
problem, she copies one with little change (Peltz and Munson, 1982:175).3 
However the new idea is characterized, the important point to 
remember is that the newness or innovativeness of the idea is defined 
by the context in which the entrepreneur is embedded. Whether it 
recombines old ideas in the entrepreneur's context, challenges the 
present order with a radically new idea, or borrows ideas from other 
contexts, a new idea is innovative to the extent that individuals involved 
in the context perceive it to be. Thus, a new idea has come to be defined 
as 'any idea, practice, or material artifact perceived to be new by the 
relevant unit of adoption" (2.altman, Duncan, and Holbek, 1973, p. JO). 
Asking whether something is a new idea in a context is different from 
asking the source of the idea in that context. While both are important, 
it is the former that becomes the defining characteristic of an innovative 
idea. 
Phases of the Entrepreneurial Process 
Defining public entrepreneurship as the generation, design, and 
implementation of an innovative idea into public sector practice 
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acknowledges three general phases or sub-processes to the overall 
process: creation, design, and implementation.4 
Creation involves the generation of an innovative idea and the 
association of that new idea with some need, problem or concern. In 
linking the innovative idea to a problem in the public sector, the idea 
typically emerges as a "solution." The entrepreneur then debates its 
merits as it is compared to competing ideas, each of which lays a claim 
on meeting a need, or solving a problem. 
Design begins the developmental activities. Plans are formulated 
to move the innovative idea beyond description to something more 
tangible. Others besides the entrepreneur need to be convinced that the 
idea has merit, since the entrepreneur usually depends on others for 
resources to give the idea legitimacy. Design, then, is a process of getting 
the idea "on paper" and planning how to translate it with resource 
commitment into reality. It continues until some 'prototype," object or 
process emerges and guidelines for action are established that are ready 
for "testing." 
Implementation begins the reality testing of the innovative idea as 
it has emerged from the design process. Can the innovative idea worl< 
as anticipated? Does it have to be modified to fit unanticipated 
organizational or contextual conditions, and if so, can it and will it be 
modified? Will those responsible for implementation support or block 
the innovative idea? Will the innovation address the need or solve the 
problem as expected? Does it have some unanticipated consequences 
that should be considered before any final decision is made? Is it worth 
the expenditure of time and resources? 
FIGUREl 









Figure 1 illustrates the three sub-phases of the entrepreneurial 
process and also reveals the different outcomes produced during each 
phase. Creation marks the time when a new or innovative idea emerges 
and the idea is compared and contrasted with other ideas as potential 
solutions to some problem. 
During the design phase, the idea is transformed into a more 
concrete reality. For simplicity, let us call the outcome of this phase a 
prototype-a more fully formed or developed statement or example of 
the new idea. Prototypes, following the pattern of innovative ideas, can 
be technical or administrative in nature: Technical prototypes include 
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new technologies, products or services, and administrative prototypes 
are new procedures, policies, or organizational forms. 
Implementation marks the time when the prototype is taken to the 
"field" to undergo experimentation and testing. Not all "good ideas" can 
work. Not all are economically viable. Many have unanticipated 
problems and some provoke unintended consequences that may 
discourage future implementation. And most seriously, prototypes can 
produce resistance as they threaten the status quo. All of these issues 
can surface as the prototype is molded, shaped and tested to fit 
organizational reality. Should the prototype survive the 
experimentation and testing, and be deemed "successful," the prototype 
then emerges as a full-blown innovation, a new idea transformed into 
practice. Thus we see in Figure 1 that the product of the implementation 
process is the innovation itself. 
ADV ANT AGES OF CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
There are several advantages in using this model of public 
entrepreneurship. The first is the ability to view innovation as a process 
and as a product. As illustrated in Figure 1, innovation requires more 
than just a novel idea. The innovative idea is designed into some 
"prototype,' taken into 'the field" to be tested, and if the testing is 
successful during implementation, it becomes an innovation. On the 
other hand, innovation is not just a by-product, but it also describes a 
process from creation through implementation. Thus, the endless 
debates whether innovation is a process or a product (Kimberly, 1981) 
can be settled by saying it is both. It is a product that emerges from 
processes characterized by creation, design, and implementation. 
The conceptual framework offers a second advantage. It provides us 
with a way to distinguish between public entrepreneurs and 
non-entrepreneurs. This is an essential task for as Schum peter (1939) notes, 
it is not always easy to tell who the entrepreneur is in a given case. 
This is not, however, due to any lack of precision in our definition 
of the entrepreneurial function, but simply to the difficulty of 
finding out what person actually fills it. Nobody ever is an entre-
preneur all the time, and nobody can ever be only an entrepreneur 
(p.103). 
Beginning with the question in the lowerleft hand comerof Figure 
2, we ask if the idea is new or innovative (to the context). If yes, we then 
go on to question whether the idea has been designed and translated 
into some prototype. If yes, we continue on the path to ask whether the 
prototype has been implemented into practice, and if so, whether the 
implementation has been successful, meaning has it survived 
evaluation and testing. If we answer yes to all of these questions, then 
we have identified the public entrepreneur as one who develops an 
innovative idea, translates and implements it into public practice. 





(3) Y_.,./ I 
Implementation? n 
(2) y .--------, 
Design? n Failed 
v / I Entre reneur 
(1) /' 








Answering "no" to any of these questions distinguishes the 
entrepreneurs from others engaged in the policy process. For example, 
at the bottom of the tree, those who do not invent or develop new ideas 
are identified as System Maintainers. Their function is to keep system 
routines operational as they are currently oonstituted. Not engaged in 
developing new ideas, they focus on the maintenance of current 
systems, not on their evolution or change. 
Those who do have novel, innovative ideas but do not engage in 
design work are called Policy Intellectuals. They are the source and 
stimulus of new ideas, although they do not engage in the translation 
of an idea to a more formal proposal, statement, or prototype. Idea 
advocates rather than proposal advocates, according to Wilson (1981), 
are not the authors of particular policies. Instead, they provide the 
"conceptual language, the ruling paradigms, the empirical examples ... 
that become the accepted assumptions for those in charge of making 
policy" (p. 33). They frame, and to a large degree, conduct "the debates 
about whether this language and these paradigms were correct" (p. 33). 
Their orientation is thought and analysis not action. 
Policy Advocates, our third category, identifies individuals who 
not only contribute to invention or develop innovation ideas, but work 
to translate them into some proposal or prototype during the design 
phase. Their function is to mold the novel ideas into a proposal, and to 
press for acceptance on the action agenda. More action oriented than 
Policy Intellectuals, their ultimate goal is to initiate new public policy 
not to theorize about it. Howevei; as advocates of proposals and bills, 
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their work stops at the design phase. They do not implement the law; 
they are its proponents. This conceptual distinction helps us separate 
public entrepreneurs who engage in all three phases of the innovation 
process from the policy advocates who are involved only in the creation 
and design phases. 
The final category in Figure 2 is that of Failed Entrepreneur. 
Having an innovative idea and translating the idea into some proposal 
or bill are the necessary but not sufficient elements of entrepreneurship. 
Surviving the trials and challenges of implementation becomes the final 
test Those who succeed we call public entrepreneurs; those who do 
not are called failed entrepreneurs. In making this distinction, there is 
no judgment or evaluation of the goodness of the idea or its prototype. 
The tenn failed public entrepreneur characterizes someone whose 
innovative idea, for whatever reason, does not survive the 
implementation process. 
Using this logical tree, we have distinguished entrepreneurs from 
others engaged in the innovation process. Policy Intellectuals are 
engaged in phase one-the creation and development of innovative 
ideas. Policy Advocates not only develop new ideas, but they work to 
translate them into proposals, bills, and law. Their activities involve 
them in both phase the creation and design phases. Public 
Entrepreneurs, in contrast, are involved in all three phases of the 
innovation process: creation, design, and implementation. 
Extending the logic of the tree we can identify other potential actors 
in the entrepreneurial process. It is possible, for example, that some 
individuals may be involved in the design and implementation phases, 
but not in the creation phase. Others may focus their work on 
implementation. How do we categorize these individuals? Figure 3 
gives us a more complete map of all of the potential actors in the 
innovation process adding two additional categories: Policy 
Champions and Policy Administrators. 
Policy Champions are involved in both the design and 
implementation phases (phases two and three) of the innovation 
process. In the case of legislated innovation, they could be governors, 
administrators, and or legislators who participate in the various design 
steps either to initiate a proposal, set the agenda, or to carry the bill 
through enactment. While they may not directly administer the new 
programs, processes, or procedures specified in the law, as in the case 
of elected officials, they monitor the progress during implementation, 
sponsor hearings if appropriate, and attempt to assess the workability 
of the program as it is being implemented. Policy champions have their 
counterparts in business (Peters and Waterman, 1982; Pinchot, 1985). 
According to Angle and Van de Ven (1989), a champion typically is an 
individual who "commands the power and resources to push an 
innovative idea into good currency." He isa person who"' carries the ball' 
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FIGURE3 
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as an advocate for the innovation" when resouoces are allocated (p. 680). 
The same can be said of policy champions in the public sector. 
Policy Administrators complete the set of policy actors involved 
in the innovation process. Their involvement is limited to the 
implementation of the law. They take what are sometimes very general 
statements of purpose and intent and specify the details and procedures 
to make the law come to life. They are a critical link in the innovation 
chain. As Pressman and Wildavsky (1974) have demonstrated, 
innovative ideas often fail because they are unable to bridge the gap 
between promise and perfonnance. Linking ideas with execution, word 
and deed, policy administrators combine the necessary elements for 
successful innovation by joining the formulation of innovative ideas 
with theirexecution. 
There is another advantage in using the conceptual framework 
Not only is one able to separate public entrepreneurs from non-
entrepreneurs, but the logical tree permits further distinctions among 
public entrepreneurs. We begin with the box labeled public 
entrepreneur in Figure 4. 
Does the entrepreneur have a formal position in government? If 
the answer is yes, does the public entrepreneur hold a leadership 
position, in the sense that he occupies a formal, official position as 
appointed head of an agency or elected representative (Bell, Hill and 
Wright, 1961; Bass, 1981 )? If the response is still yes, has the leader been 
elected to office? If yes again, the public entrepreneur is described as a 
Political Entrepreneur, one who holds an elected leadership position in 
government. 
If the public entrepreneur has not been elected to office, but still 
assumes a leadership position, the individual is identified as an 
Executive Entrepreneur. If the public entrepreneur holds a formal 
position in government, although not in a leadership position, she is 














described as a Bureaucratic Entrepreneur. And finally, if the public 
entrepreneur does not hold a formal position in the government, the 
individual is called a Policy Entrepreneur-a public entrepreneur who 
works outside the formal governmental system to introduce and 
implement innovative ideas into the public sector. 
Thus, four mutually exclusive categories or types of public 
entrepreneurs have been derived from the logical tree, permitting more 
careful classification of entrepreneurs in the literature. Policy 
Entrepreneurs, entrepreneurs outside the formal positions of 
government, are exemplified in the entrepreneurship of Paul Ellwood 
(Kingdon, 1984) and Ralph Nader (Nadel, 1971; Wilson, 1980).5 
Examples of Bureaucratic Entrepreneurs, those in nonleadership 
positions in government, include senate staffers (Price, 1971) and 
administrators such as How an:! Hallman of the Redevelopment Agency 
under Mayor Lee of New Haven, Connecticut (Murphy, 1971). 
Gifford Pinchot of the Forest Service (Cooper; 1987), Austin Tobin 
of the New York Port Authority (Doig, 1987), Marriner Eccles of the 
Federal Reserve System (Kettl, 1987), James Forrestal of the United 
States Navy (Cornell and Leffler; 1987), Robert McNamara as Secretary 
of Defense (Shapley, 1987), and Robert Moses (Ramamurti, 1986) are 
excellent examples of Executive Entrepreneurs, those appointed to 
leadership positions in government. 
Political Entrepreneurs, entrepreneurs holding elective office, are 
evident in the entrepreneurship of Mayor Richard Lee of New Haven 
(Dahl, 1961) and United States senators (Walker; 1977), and local elected 
prosecutors (Brintnall, 1979).6 
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Working with this typology of entrepreneurs has several benefits. 
First, it is possible for public entrepreneurs to change their positions 
over time. Besides facilitating a tracking of their movements, it is easier 
to document their histories, evolutionary paths and learning 
experiences if they are anchored to positions in the entrepreneurial 
process. 
It is also possible that entrepreneurial behavior is associated with 
an entrepreneur's base of power. Knowing that an individual's power 
is rontingent upon resources (Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978), and position 
is one element in the calculus of resources (Pfeffei; 1981), one would 
expect the public entrepreneur's resources (and position) to influence 
the strategies, tactics, and modes of operation (Kantei; 1977; Pfeffei; 
1981; Roberts, 1986). As Etzioni's (1 %8) work demonstrates, decisions 
are not made independently and in a vacuum. Rathei; they are deeply 
affected by the position and relative power of the decision makers and 
their relationships to one another. 
And finally, the distinctions based on position and location in the 
entrepreneurial process will enable researchers to distill what is 
common to all public entrepreneurs and what may be unique among 
them. As mentioned above, there are many terms used to describe 
individual entrepreneurs, but it is not dear why there is such diversity 
in terminology. Do public entrepreneurs act differently, exhibit different 
skills and abilities, sponsor different types of inn ova lion, or ply their 
entrepreneurship in different parts of the governmental system? With 
the conceptual framework and the typology that emerges from it, 
researchers now have a means to address these questions. 
The conceptual framework has another distinct advantage. 
Returning to the analysis of Figure 3, one can use the logical tree to 
conceive of entrepreneurship without entrepreneurs. By definition, 
public entrepreneurs develop innovative ideas, translate and 
implement them into practice. Yet one can conceive of a situation in 
which no individual entrepreneur is present, and yet find 
entrepreneurship in the system. Let us explain how this can be. 
Suppose we have a system in which there are policy intellectuals 
who have initiated some new ideas, say a new idea for the delivery of 
health care. They are joined in a dialogue with policy advocates who 
decide to push the idea forward. The policy advocates make the novel 
idea more explicit and tangible by drafting a proposal, working the 
proposal into a bill. Through their efforts, they ultimately win the 
endorsement and support of policy champions, who help write a bill 
and support its enactment into law. Also, in anticipation of the problems 
and challenges of implementation, the advocates and champions build 
in additional support by joining forces with policy administrators 
sympathetic to the new ideas. The policy administrators then carry the 
idea through the testing and experimentation of implementation and 
oversee its eventual survival. 
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This scenario demonstrates that by pooling the rollective talents, 
abilities, and resourcesof policy intellectuals, advocates, champions and 
administrators, the policy system has entrepreneurship: New ideas 
have been designed and implemented into public practice. Although 
no entrepreneur was visible, as we have defined him or her, other actors 
in the entrepreneurial drama fulfilled the subfunctions neces.sary for 
innovation to occur. Thus, we can say that entrepreneurship was built 
into this system by social actors who are engaged in different functions 
of the entrepreneurial process. 
One of the difficulties in understanding the literature on public 
entrepreneurship has been the inability to separate the functions of 
entrepreneurship from the individual entrepreneur. There can be 
entrepreneurship without the entrepreneurial individual to the extent 
that policy intellectuals, champions, administrators coordinate and 
integrate theirfunctional efforts. Although each actor focuses on one or 
two aspects of the entrepreneurial process, their joint, collective actions 
can produce an innovation? 
A final advantage in using the conceptual framework is its 
usefulness in generating propositions that move us closer to a theory of 
public entrepreneurship. For example, one could hypothesize that the 
greater the romplexity of the policy process, the greater the reliance on 
collective entrepreneurship. Complexity in this case could be 
operationalized in terms of the number of social actors involved, the 
number of interdependent organizations and groups engaged in a 
policy debate, and/ or the level of government in which the debate 
occurs (federal level would be expected to produce greater complexity 
than the state and local levels). 
One also could speculate that the greater the originality and 
radicalness of the new idea, the greaterthe resistance to it, and therefore 
the greater the reliance on collective entrepreneurship in order to 
overcome the resistance. In addition, collective entrepreneurship, 
representing greater investments of resources, time and energy would 
be expected to produce more innovations compared to what a single 
entrepreneur rould produce. 
Propositions also could be developed to examine entrepreneurial 
behavior in the innovation process. Given alternative positions and 
locations throughout the policy system, public entrepreneurs would be 
expected to vary their goals and strategies. By virtue of their positions 
outside the governmental system, policy entrepreneurs are reliant on 
others for information, support, and media roverage. Since it is beyond 
their purview to sponsor legislation, bargain in closed-door sessions, 
pass, administer and evaluate the laws, their influence only can be felt 
working collectively with those who have the legal authority and 
responsibility to carry out such activity. Thus, they would be expected 
to evolve a strategy that focused on cultivating and working with 
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like-minded policy champions and administrators to assist them in 
carrying out their innovations. 
On the other hand, as central actors in the policy process with 
traditional bases of power, and more concerned with maintaining 
support from their constituents, political entrepreneurs would be 
expected to focus their attention on building a coalition of supporters, 
negotiating and bargaining for votes, and attracting media attention for 
their innovative ideas. Alternatively; the strategy of bureaucratic 
entrepreneurs would likely focus on the authority structure of their 
organizations to acquire the pennission and resources for particular 
innovations. Also, responsive to their organizational reward structures, 
bureaucratic entrepreneurs would be less inclined to sponsor unique 
and original ideas for fear of endangering their positions or provoking 
too much of a disruption in their systems. In such situations, borrowing 
innovative ideas that have been tested elsewhere would be a more likely 
and defensible alternative. On the other hand, policy entrepreneurs 
seem more likely to endorse innovations that challenge the status quo. 
Beyond the confines of the governmental system, with less commitment 
to current operating procedures and policies and less chance of being 
threatened or intimidated by its sanctions, they would be more likely to 
promote innovation at the level of origination. 
AVOIDING THE POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS OF THE FRAMEWORK 
No conceptual framework is without its limitations and this 
framework is no exception. For example, Kimberly (1981) points out 
that viewing innovation as an outcome of a complex process tends to 
produce a positive bias. Innovation ends up being viewed as "good" 
while failure to produce an innovation is seen as "bad." 
This conceptual framework avoids the problem of positive bias 
because it tracks the survivability of an innovative idea rather than its 
goodness. Since an innovation emerges from a process that has tested 
its viability; we can assume that it addresses some problem or meets 
some need. New ideas and prototypes that do not are considered to be 
"mistakes" (Van de Ven and Angle, 1989, p. 13), or failed innovations that 
do not hold up under scrutiny. Even acknowledging that innovations 
can be blocked by those who feel threatened, despite the fact that they 
might be "good," or better at solving some problem than other solutions, 
the question is whether they can and do survive, at least through the 
implementation phase, not whether they are inherently good. Thus, no 
judgment is made about the goodness of a prototype as it survives the 
implementation process and no assumption is made that the innovation 
results in improvements or lasts indefinitely. Taking this neutral 
position enables one to consider innovation as an act of creative 
destruction (Abernathy and Clark, 1985; Schumpeter, 1934). While 
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something new is created, what is currently in place can also be 
displaced or destroyed. 
A more serious challenge to this conceptual framework of public 
entrepreneurship comes from those who criticize the stage heuristic, a 
device used to categorize similar activities in the innovation process 
(Sabatier, 1991). While acknowledging that the stage heuristic divides 
the policy process into "manageable units of analysis," the complaint is 
that, as it is traditionally presented Gones, 1970; Peters, 1986), the stage 
heuristic does not produce a causal theory. There are no "coherent 
assumptions about what forces are driving the process from stage to 
stage and very few falsifiable hypotheses" (Saba tier; 1991a, p. 145). 
Jn tennsof the stage heuristics, the critics are correct if all one produces 
is a series of steps in a process. Such a conceptualization lacks what Mohr 
(1982) describes as the "lines of actio~ither causal or probalistic-that 
must be present to convey a sense of explanation" (p. 53). 
This conceptual frameworl< of entrepreneurship and innovation 
avoids the trap of simple stage heuristics by describing "lines of action" 
or drivers of the entrepreneurial process. Embedded in this description 
of public entrepreneurship are both institutional and functional drivers 
that provide the means by which the sequence of events is understood 
to unfold. 
For example, the process of public entrepreneurship can be 
understood in terms of the institutional requirements of innovation that 
dictate the sequence of development. In the example of a legislative 
innovation, an innovative idea must begenerated and initiated; theidea 
then must be designed into a proposal; a proposal must be transformed 
into a bill; a bill must be passed to become law; and the law must be 
translated into a program and implemented. Thus, one can explain the 
entrepreneurial process in terms of the institutional requisites-a certain 
sequence of activities and a set of procedural rules that satisfy the 
prerequisites for an innovative outcome. 
One can also understand the process of public entrepreneurship in 
terms of the functions, goals, or forms that are necessary to achieve and 
sustain an innovation (Poole and Van de Ven, 1989, p. 646). This 
functional explanation does not presume a necessary sequence of 
events, nor any prefigured rules or any logical direction to the system. 
Drawing on the classical structural-functional tradition (Eisenstadt, 
1990; Poole and Van de Ven, 1989; Stinchombe, 1968) a functional 
interpretation of public entrepreneurship posits what a "developed" 
innovation looks like, and then describes how the power and resources 
are accumulated to produce that outcome. 
Central to this explanation is the role of the public entrepreneur. 
Aware of the need to attract resources and mobilize legislative and 
administrative support to push the innovative idea into good currency 
and practice, public entrepreneurs become the catalytic agents of the 
entrepreneurial process. Over time, they build the power and the 
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resoui.ces needed to move an innovative idea through development and 
design, and ultimately implementation. Thus, it is argued that their 
presence in the policy process and their actions enhance the probability 
that an innovation will oocur: 
Criticism of stage theories also is directed to their mismatch with 
empirical reality and the resultant conceptual and descriptive problems 
(Nakamura, 1987; Poole, 1983; Sabatier, 1991a). 
In response to these criticisms, one must remember that although 
the temporal order of the entrepreneurial process is broken down into 
threephases,thereisnoassumptionthatthephasesrepresentorrequire 
an equal amount of time. The design phase may be relatively short, 
while the implementation phase may take an extended period of time. 
Peltz and Munson (1982), for example, have found that the duration of 
each phase varies depending on the originality of the innovation. 
Peltz and Munson (1982) also found that the sequence and overlap 
of the entrepreneurial processes varied. Innovations of low originality 
tended to follow an orderly sequence, while innovations of high 
originality did not have such a dear-cut pattem over time. In fact, the 
more original the innovations, the more overlap there seemed to be 
among the stages. 
Figure 5 illustrates how this sequencing of stages could be 
interpreted or misinterpreted depending on the situation. An innovation 
of low originality in Example A reveals a sequential, orderly, clear-cut 
pattern overtime, with no overlapping stages or subprocesses. Example 
B illustrates the pattern for an innovation of high originality: overlap 
among all three stages of the entrepreneurial process. Finding a pattern 
similar to Example A in the field, one might be tempted to conclude that 
the process model fits empirical reality. Finding a pattern similar to 
Example B, one might be tempted to conclude just the opposite: that 
stage or process models do not describe empirical reality. 
The point is that institutional explanations of reality imply a 
sequential logic (e.g., creation precedes design and so on) forthe system 
as a whole. Howevei; these requisites do not imply a pre-defined 
sequence of activities or linearity of thinking and acting for the 
individual entrepreneur. To assume that entrepreneurs are expected to 
go through a pre-defined sequence of activities such as creation, design, 
and implementation, and in that order, confuses the institutional 
requirements of innovation at the global level with the decisions and 
actions of entrepreneurs at the individual level of analysis. These are 
two veiy different issues. 
Institutional requisites visualize innovation in global terms, the 
necessary conditions, if you will, for innovation to occur. If an idea is 
not created, designed, and implemented, it will not be able to attain the 
•developed" condition we attribute to innovation. 
On the other hand, entrepreneurs can go through a much more 
messy decision process that does not follow any sequential 
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FIGURES 
PA TI'ERNS OF ENTREPRENEURIAL PROCESS OVER TIME 
A) Innovation of Low Originality 
Implementation 
B) Innovation of High Originality 
E @ ImplementaB:> 
predetermined set of activities (Lambright and Teich, 1979; Van de Ven 
and Angle, 1989). Some characterize it as more of a random process 
(Kingdon, 1984; Cohen, March, and Olsen, 1972). In fact, according to 
Pressman and Wildavsky (1974), the ideal policy innovation process is 
one in which implementation is part of the initial formulation of policy. 
Thus, before we prematurely dismiss process or stages models 
because they lack empirical reality, one is better advised to investigate 
the pattern of the entrepreneurial process distinct from the stages of that 
process as illustrated in Figure 5. 
CONCLUSION 
A new conceptual framework of public entrepreneurship has been 
introduced. It builds on the definition of public entrepreneurship as the 
generation of novel or innovative ideas and the design and 
implementation of those ideas into public sector practice. Public 
entrepreneurs are defined as individuals who generate, design, and 
implement innovative ideas into the public domain. 
The advantages of using this conceptual framework have been 
outlined. One advantage is the ability to bring some conceptual clarity 
to the literature by distinguishing among the many types of public 
entrepreneurs: policy entrepreneurs, political entrepreneurs, 
bureaucratic entrepreneurs, and executive entrepreneurs. 
Entrepreneurs also are distinguished from other actors in the policy 
process, such as policy intellectuals, advocates, champions, and 
administrators. 
The conceptual framework moves us closer to a theory of public 
entrepreneurship by developing various propositions about the 
entrepreneurial process. One important issue for future examination is 
the extent to which public entrepreneurship derives from collective 
rather individual efforts. It has been demonstrated that by pooling the 
eneigies and resources of policy intellectuals, champions, advocates, 
administrators, that innovation can be introduced into the policy 
process. Additional research will be needed to ascertain if collective 
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entrepreneurship is a more common phenomenon than individual 
entrepreneurship, and what implications these two general approaches 
may have for innovation in the public sector. 
ENDNOTES 
1Funding for this resean:h came from OSD/New Assessment for the time 
period 1988-1990, and from the Resean:h Foundation of the Naval Postgraduate 
School in Monterey California for 1986-1988. From 1983-198.5, funds came from 
a grant to the Minnesota Research Program for the Organizational Effectiveness 
Research Program, Office of Naval Research (Code 4420E), under Contract NO. 
00014-84-0016. I am indebted to Paula King, Raymond Bradley, Andy Van de 
Ven, John Bryson, Brint Milward, Tim Mazzoni, and Less Garner for their 
valuable suggestions and insights on public entrepreneurship. 
2n.e public sector, public domain or public service is considered to be, for 
the purposes of this work, synonymous with government. Third sector or 
nonprofit organizations are excluded from the analysis. Private sector 
organizations are defined as those engaged in private enterprise. These 
distinctions are acknowledged to be controversial. See Bozeman (1987) for a 
review of this literature. While perhaps an oversimplification of reality, the 
distinctions are still conceptual! y useful. 
3n.e originality of an idea is to be distinguished from its radicalness. The 
radicalness of an idea refers to the 'change in input, process, and output that 
represents a significant departure from existing technologies and their 
corresponding products or services in the larger society' (Hage, 1980, p. 
189-197). Radicalness not only marks the innovation as departing from standard 
ways of doing things, but it represents a significant departure for the larger 
society as a whole. Some analysts prefer to restrict the term innovation to this 
more particular meaning (Daft and Becker, 1978). In contrast, this 
conceptualization of public entrepreneurship incorporates both incremental 
and radical innovations. 
4i'he phases are sometimes referred to as stages, and represent a way to 
organize the many decisions in the innovation process. Each phase consists of 
a set of related behaviors and activities which have a logical connection to the 
process as a whole. While the phases or stages may represent 
oversimplifications ofa very complex process, they still are conceptually useful 
analytical tools. For variation among the phases and stages see Angle and Van 
de Ven (1989); Gross, Giaguinta, and Berst~in (1971); Lambright and Teich 
(1979); Peltz (198.5); Peltz and Munson (1982); Pressman and Wildavsky (1974); 
Rogers (1983); Scioli (1986); Tornatzky et al. (1983); Zaltman, Duncan, and 
Holbek(1973). 
5Policy entrepreneur, the most frequently used term to describe public 
entrepreneurship, has multiple meanings and interpretations. The preference 
is to limit the use of this term to those who exercise their public entrepreneurship 
while in positions outside the government. Alternative interpretations are 
illustrated in the work of Ccbb and Elder (1983) and Kingdon (1984). 
6noig and Hargrove (1987) introduced the term 'administrative 
entrepreneurs' to describe the actions of public sector executiv-individuals 
who led their organizations in devising new programs or other significant 
innovations and who also were involved in implementing those changes. 
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(However, other researchers in this edited volume use different terminology. 
Some describe public entrepreneurs as policy entrepreneurs, others as 
administrative entrepreneurs, technical entrepreneurs, entrepreneurial 
administrators, bureaucratic entrepreneurs, and program entrepreneurs). 
7This confusion between the processes of entrepreneurship and the 
individual entrepreneurs makes interpretation of the literature difficult. In 
cases described above, individuals were called entrepreneurs even if they 
engaged in only one or two of the entrepreneurial phases. As noted previously, 
other terms identify individuals participating in a subset of entrepreneurial 
activities. 
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